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I don’t know whether you’ve noticed, but there’s been a 
lot going on this year! And all of it comes/came with some 
emotional overlay. 

I get breathless when I remember that three seasons have 
come and gone during this crazy time and that my attention 
to their passing was muted on the best of days. Even though 
I am someone who loves the natural world, I barely noticed 
it this year. I didn’t even plant a vegetable garden. My “free 
time” has been occupied by the soothing practice of mask-
making, and I love sharing them with our patients, families 
and staff. Yet missing the seasons was such a shame … I get 
so much inspiration from observing the natural world. Next 
year!

And then came Oct. 1. How did my first two years at Craig 
pass so quickly? I still feel like a new team member and still 
walk in each day with a smile on my face and look forward to 
my arrival, wondering, “What will THIS day bring?” (cont’d)



So what are some of my big reflections as I look back over two years? Here’s a partial list.

• Craig works because our work is grounded in mission and purpose like no other 
healthcare organization on earth. I don’t need numbers to prove that. My instincts about 
these things are solid. I have been in healthcare in some form or fashion since 1980. I have 
experienced a lot and I just know this to be true.

• The ties that bind all of us … patients, families, team members and donors … are strong. 
But more than strong, they are resilient and enduring. I swear there is pixie dust in the air!

• We resist hierarchies and hierarchical thinking. One of my best weeks was when I was 
asked to go up and look at the broken sewing machines and see whether I could fix 
them. That same week, one team member stuck her head in the office door and asked, 
regarding my crazy mask-making, “Can you make me a purple one?” I felt like one of the 
crew! And I am pretty certain I am the only CEO in America who ever got such endearing 
requests! 

• We rely on the team’s wisdom. Every member of the team has a role to play and 
something to contribute. Moreover, every team member understands how his or her work 
supports our mission. That sort of alignment is pretty uncommon in organizations.

• We never ever give up.

• While I never could have seen this personal and professional experience coming, it isn’t 
an accident that I am here. Sitting on the side of a bed, coaching countless women over 
25 years through the early, middle and late stages of birth, was like being part of a sacred 
and miraculous passage that never got old. Many team members have recounted stories 
to me of the miraculous changes they witness in their patients as they make their passage 
from being “able-bodied” in one way to being differently abled in their new way, many 
of them liking this new way … their new selves … better than the old. I do sense that I am 
among kin at Craig. Craig represents birth and rebirth, I suppose.

And as we contemplate and plan the work we will do together in this next year to position 
Craig as a yet stronger organization, I am glad these reflections are part of our core strengths 
… our culture. They will see us through and will help us approach the work as we seek to evolve, 
nourish and grow. 

I am excited about the road ahead. We get to plan for and build on an enduring legacy that 
serves and reaches more people and positions us as an essential part of the neurorehabilitation 
and many other communities.

And I am excited that you, our loyal donors and friends, are along on this journey.

Onward and upward!

Dr. Jandel Allen-Davis
President and CEO
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Brain Injury Grad Finds New 
Perspective After Stroke
Thomas Pennell loves being in motion.

From basketball to rowing to triathlons to bike racing, the Brooklyn-
born venture capitalist-turned organic food entrepreneur finds joy 
in the movement and the camaraderie of sport.

Despite working long hours to establish an organic fig farm in Baja, 
Mexico, Thomas made time to get out and ride five or six times a 
week with his community of cycling friends in the Boulder area.

On April 13, everything changed.

“Initially, I had no awareness that I had had a stroke,” he says. “In 
hindsight, that is ridiculous, as there were all kinds of clear signs.”

It started when he went out for a walk to decompress. He had a problem balancing and his right side was 
drooping. His breathing was labored and swallowing wasn’t easy. The next morning he had a problem 
putting on his pants. He dropped a glass of water.

“I finally thought ‘something is weird here’ and went to the ER. But by that point, there was no remedy 
since so much time had passed,” Thomas says.

Though he had been in excellent health, Thomas believes that stress was the biggest contributor to his 
stroke.

“I wanted to understand my prognosis, but no one wants to give you too much hope,” he says. “I was 
emotional and very sad and scared during the next few weeks, thinking I wouldn’t be able to play with my 
kids. I didn’t know what the future would hold.”

Thomas’s wife and sister researched rehabilitation facilities, and after a week at Boulder Community 
Hospital, he transferred to Craig. He immediately threw himself into his rehab program, working with 
a range of professionals ranging from pool and speech therapists to neuropsychologists and taking 
advantage of opportunities to walk or play catch on weekends with available staff.

“I couldn’t have asked for better-integrated care, and my therapists were motivating and empathetic, and 
made the work fun. The morale of the entire staff at Craig inspired me,” he says. 

His physical therapist, Ashley, and Therapeutic Recreation Program therapist, Angela, knew that Thomas 
loves bikes, so they fit him to a recumbent bike and raced him up the ramps in the parking garage.

“Riding a bike was liberating — it was fantastic to be able to be independent and get used to the 
coordination involved with steering,” he says. “I got great joy out of it.”

After only three weeks, Thomas was able to be discharged and return to his home. Angela allowed him 
to borrow the recumbent bike so he could continue riding at home. He’s since progressed back to his 
mountain bike and his road bike. He hikes frequently and throws a football and tennis ball with his kids for 
an hour every day.

Most importantly, he has changed his outlook. “It sounds like a platitude, but good things have already 
come out of my stroke,” he says. “I’m appreciating the many good things that are in my life, I’m having 
great family time and I’ve reset my priorities so that I’m not sweating the small stuff.”
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Operation TBI Freedom Gives Vets With 
PTSD a Way Forward
John S. believes that if not for Craig Hospital’s Operation TBI Freedom (OTF), he’d still be in jail today.

As a veteran of the Iraq war, John is unique. He saw combat. That may seem obvious to the average 
person, but in reality, only a small portion of troops see combat and deploy weapons. Being on the 
front lines of the Iraq war and involved in the initial push, John was engaged in up-close conflict and 
experienced both a traumatic brain injury (TBI) and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

Without warning, John had to leave the Army because of his medical conditions. The transition was 
fast and he wasn’t prepared. He began abusing drugs and alcohol, which caused him to lose the most 
important things in life: his wife, his parental rights to his daughter and his home. His life continued to 
spiral, and he ended up living on the streets and eventually spending time in jail.

But that’s all behind him now. He’s two years clean and sober, has a new fiancee and a six-month-old 
daughter, and he just closed on his first house. Thanks, in part, to OTF and the state’s Veterans Trauma 
Court (VTC) — an alternative to jail for U.S. military veterans and active-duty personnel with trauma 
spectrum disorders and/or substance abuse issues.

“After lots of failures, I finally decided it was time,” John says. “I was tired of losing things. I was in a 
cycle that repeated itself over and over again.”

Understanding TBI and PTSD

According to Steve Smith, Craig’s military programs coordinator, reentering civilian life can be a real 
challenge for soldiers who have TBI or PTSD. Besides such physical symptoms as persistent headaches 
and dizziness, people who experience a TBI can have trouble speaking or understanding, have difficulty 
concentrating and feel confused, among other symptoms. PTSD compounds that.

“The power of Operation TBI Freedom is that we understand. Our clients know they have brothers and 
sisters in arms who won’t leave them behind,” Steve says. 
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Signs of

PTSD
Steve Smith, Craig military 
programs coordinator, 
outlines signs of PTSD he 
often sees in vets in the 
program. He advises friends 
and family members to listen, 
avoid giving unsolicited 
advice and accept a loved 
one where they’re at.

• Reexperiencing a 
traumatic event. 
This can come as a 
flashback, recurring 
nightmares or 
dissociative reactions 
triggered by a smell or 
scene that reminds the 
victim of the trauma.

• Avoiding and detaching 
from other people.

• Hyper arousal to loud 
noises.

• Sleep problems.

• Agitated, irritable, 
angry outbursts where 
the emotion doesn’t 
match the problem.

• Mood changes, 
difficulty concentrating, 
depression, guilt, shame 
and blame, even when 
there was nothing that 
could have changed the 
outcome of the event.

OTF provides vets such as John “a way forward” as Steve 
says, via one-on-one case management and working closely 
with the VTC to give vets who have made mistakes a hand up 
and a second chance. OTF also provides crisis management, 
mentoring and peer support, emergency financial assistance 
for immediate needs, employment assistance, psychosocial 
education, medical and mental health connection, and 
assistive technology.

“I don’t think I would have made it through VTC without the 
people at Operation TBI Freedom. There’s a distinct feel 
there. It’s pretty much run by vets who all have similar stories 
to mine,” John adds.

Creating a life plan

John credits his assigned military support specialist, Tim 
Patrick, for keeping him on track with a life plan — a driving 
force of OTF that clearly outlines steps vets need to take to 
succeed. John also appreciates Tim serving as an important 
liaison with the trauma court, probation officers and 
community-based organizations.

“No. 1 on my life plan was to stay sober and stay connected,” 
John says.

After incredible tenacity and hard work, John completed 
his court requirements in June and graduated from VTC. 
That doesn’t mean he’s done. He still chooses to attend OTF 
groups weekly in order to maintain his strength and keep his 
head clear. OTF offers a support group specific to veterans of 
combat, which John finds “incredibly stabilizing.”

“That place is a healing place. Everyone has had a similar 
experience, which makes you feel comfortable. We check on 
each other and make sure everyone is all right,” he adds.

Turning lives around

“John was ready to take his life back, and I’m really proud of 
him,” says Tim Patrick, military support specialist with OTF.

Tim doesn’t do his job to get rich; he does it to help vets, like 
himself: “Everyone who has raised their hand to serve goes 
into a situation where they leave their loved ones and don’t 
know if they are coming back. For these people, I do not 
hesitate to give all I have. It’s my honor to walk beside them 
and help lift them out of the dark and into the light.”

Craig relies heavily on private donations from generous 
donors, such as the Ken Marquardt (Pickleball Ken) and the 
Pickleball community to fund the organization, which serves 
325-360 veterans at any given time. To learn more about 
supporting OTF, contact the Craig Foundation.

(cont’d from page 4)
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Craig Receives Grant From the Daniels 
Fund for Project EQL, Rehab Equipment
The Daniels Fund, a Denver-based grant-making organization, recently awarded the Craig 
Foundation a $358,615 grant to help patients afford durable medical equipment and to upgrade 
rehabilitative equipment at Craig Hospital.

Of the grant, $125,000 is designated for Project EQL. This donor-supported Craig Foundation 
fund ensures that every Craig patient returns home with the fundamental adaptive equipment 
needed to maximize overall function, health and life quality, regardless of the patient’s financial 
or insurance status.

From the time of admission, Craig’s patient care teams are thinking ahead about the adaptive 
equipment that patients and their families will need at discharge. In recent years, the cost of 
durable medical equipment such as wheelchairs, hospital beds, lifts and bathroom accessibility 
equipment has increased, even as insurance coverage for these items has contracted. For those 
with catastrophic injuries, the consequences are profound, as these items are essential for life 
quality and independence. 

When Craig’s clinical care managers discover that a patient’s insurance, family resources and 
other funding options are inadequate to cover the cost of needed equipment, Project EQL 
bridges the gap. “It is not an exaggeration to say that this fund is literally a life-changer for many 
people,” says Kent Hamstra, director of clinical care management. “Having the proper durable 
medical equipment is an important foundation to continue life as independently as possible.”

This year, through the generous support of the Daniels Fund and other donors, the Craig 
Foundation expects to help purchase durable medical equipment for more than 150 patients 
with financial needs.

(cont’d)



Craig CEO Wins Lifetime 
Achievement Award
Craig CEO Dr. Jandel Allen-Davis was recently 
presented with the 2020 Del Hock Lifetime 
Achievement Award from the Denver Metro 
Chamber. 

“It’s funny winning a lifetime achievement award, 
because I sort of feel like I’m not even close to done, 
because as we all know, there’s lots of work left to 
be done,” she said in her acceptance speech.
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The remaining $233,615 of the Daniels Fund grant will be 
used to purchase a new ErigoPro and replace the Craig 
wheelchair fleet. 

The ErigoPro is an adjustable tilt table with a robotic 
stepping mechanism and functional electrical stimulation. 
Physical therapists use this sophisticated equipment 
to stimulate leg neurons, prevent atrophy in the lower 
extremities and build up a tolerance for vertical positioning 
in patients who have experienced a brain or spinal cord 
injury (SCI). 

Nearly all Craig patients with SCI, and some with brain 
injury, rely on wheelchairs for mobility. Wheelchairs must 
be tailored to each user’s dimensions and posture; in fact, a 
poorly fitting chair can cause further injury. 

Ensuring proper wheelchair fit is a complicated, time-
consuming process. Experienced Craig therapists work 
closely with each inpatient to trial wheelchairs for a week at a time. They adjust such factors as 
height, padding and back inclination; they then assess the ideal fit and help the patient order an 
appropriate chair for personal use.

The Daniels Fund grant will purchase a new fleet of power and manual wheelchairs, and 
power assist wheels. As the fleet is replaced, the older chairs will be modified as needed and 
distributed to patients through Project EQL.

“We are grateful to the Daniels Fund for ensuring access to the most cutting-edge rehabilitation 
equipment and essential adaptive equipment,” says Shannon Lowe, interim executive director of 
the foundation. “Their support is making it possible for every Craig graduate to resume his or her 
life with greater ease, independence, safety and dignity.”

The Daniels Fund, established by cable television pioneer Bill Daniels, is a private charitable 
foundation dedicated to making life better for the people of Colorado, New Mexico, Utah 
and Wyoming through its grants program, scholarship program and ethics initiative. Visit 
DanielsFund.org to learn more.

(cont’d from page 6)



Longtime Employee Supporting Craig Since 1999
Lori Allington has seen a lot of changes throughout her 20 years at Craig Hospital, but one thing 
remains the same: her amazement at how Craig goes all-in to help people heal.

“It’s the Craig way to rally around people,” says Lori. “I love working for Craig.”

Lori can’t wait for the day when she can join her co-workers back in the office again and see the 
halls bustling with visitors and families. During the pandemic, she still comes into the office once 
or twice a week, but it’s lonely without her co-workers.

“I miss being in the office, I tell you. It’s such a positive place,” 
Lori says.

Lori and her husband, Rob, moved to Denver from Lincoln, 
Nebraska, so he could attend the University of Denver. Lori 
worked at a rehabilitation hospital in Lincoln, so right away she 
signed up as a volunteer at Craig working with the pet therapy 
program, which is a component of the Therapeutic Recreation 
program. Soon after, she was hired by the business office. From 
there, she worked nights on the floor. After several years of 
working nights, she was ready for a change.

“When the job at the Craig Foundation came up, I got so 
excited. I had volunteered at the PUSH dinner almost since the 
start, so I was thrilled to join the team,” Lori says.

At the foundation, Lori works her organizational magic to process gifts, acknowledge donors, 
maintain the donor database and keep immaculate records for auditing purposes. She also helps 
facilitate staff potlucks and other social activities in the foundation.
8
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(cont’d from page 8)

“People want to give to Craig, which makes my job 
extra rewarding,” Lori adds.

Lori has fond memories of her time at Craig 
through the years. Early on, she played on a Craig 
softball team and enjoyed attending field days. She 
also looks forward to playing in the annual Ron 
Don Ho Memorial Golf Classic, a fundraising golf 
tournament held in memory of a former patient. 
While she’s not a huge Halloween fan herself, she 
enjoys participating in her close-knit team’s themed 
costumes. A few years ago, they were all members 
of the royal wedding. Lori was Kate Middleton, and 
she still has a Kate face mask to prove it. And one of her favorite memories is from helping put 
on a wedding at Craig.

“One of our patient’s daughters was getting married and he wanted to be there, so the couple 
got married in the Craig garden. Volunteering for that was definitely a highlight,” Lori says.

In recent years, Lori has enjoyed being a part of the foundation’s Pedal 4 Possible event. This 
year, her husband is riding in the virtual event. Follow Rob’s efforts on his Pedal 4 Possible page. 
She and Rob recently celebrated their 20th wedding anniversary with a 20-mile bike ride, which 
prompted the couple to buy new bikes.

Lori and Rob have two children, Delaney (18) and Max (15). They recently moved Delaney into 
the dorms at Colorado State University to start her freshman year. Some Craig team members 
might know her from her internship last summer. Lori will miss having her daughter around, but 
she will stay busy with favorite activities, including golf, camping, reading, and spending time 
with family and friends.

Until the pandemic passes, Lori will continue to go into the office a couple of days a week to 
maintain a small semblance of normal. Of course, she always loves seeing her co-workers, even if 
it’s from behind a mask.

Craig Hospital Granted Fourth Magnet Designation
Craig Hospital was granted recognition as a Magnet-designated organization for the fourth consecutive 
time by the American Nurses Credentialing Center (ANCC) Magnet Recognition Program. Magnet 
recognition has become the gold standard for nursing excellence.

Craig was recognized for nine exemplars, including safety and infection prevention measures as well 
as nurse call responsiveness, courtesy and respect, careful listening, and 
patient-centered care. ANCC Magnet also recognized Craig for cultural 
indicators that set Craig apart.

“We’re honored to achieve Magnet recognition once again for excellence 
and achievements in nursing and patient care at Craig,” said Diane Reinhard, 
vice president of Patient Care Services and chief nursing officer at Craig. 
“Our nurses continue to raise the bar within the brain and spinal cord injury 
rehabilitation specialty, and this designation is a testament to their passion 
and dedication to our patients and excellence in nursing.”  
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‘Going Home Fund’ Helps Families Face the 
Challenges of Returning Home After Injury
For three years, Bryan Richardson lived with the knowledge that deep inside his brain, arteries 
had tangled to form an arteriovenous malformation (AVM). These arteries created a very high 
risk of hemorrhage, which can result in brain damage or death. 

After consulting a cadre of doctors, Bryan and his parents, Jeff and Sharon, chose a radiation 
treatment over a risky surgery. 

Despite the worry of the “time bomb in his head,” for three years, Bryan embraced life. “We only 
have one chance to lead a life with purpose,” he wrote in a college admissions essay. “For me, 
this means enjoying my life, helping others and experiencing new things.”

On what would have been his first day at the University of Denver, Bryan was blocks away from 
campus in a therapy session at Craig Hospital. His AVM had ruptured six months earlier on March 
13, a few days after being told that it had shrunk enough to make him a candidate for surgery.

“Bryan knew about his condition and what could happen,” says Jeff. “Unfortunately, it did 
happen, so now we have to accept it and redefine our lives, forging a different path than what 
we had previously planned.”

Before coming to Craig, Bryan and his family spent more than three months in an acute care 
hospital in Portland. While he received excellent care, the Richardsons felt alone. “There was no 
one there in our situation who could help us know what to do next.”

Within hours of arriving at Craig, the Richardsons knew they were no longer alone.

“The entire hospital is filled with families whose lives were also turned upside down,” says Jeff. 
“We have met many of these families and have shared our stories of simultaneously dealing with 
hope and unimaginable stress.”

(cont’d)



11

End-of-Year Giving 
Options
This year, give a gift that makes a 
difference! You can make a gift to 
the Craig Foundation in honor of a 
friend or family member to celebrate 
a special holiday, accomplishment or 
milestone. When you make an honor/
tribute gift, the person or family 
you designate will be sent a card 
acknowledging your generosity. The 
acknowledgment card sent to the 
honoree will not include the amount 
of your gift. To make a contribution, 
give online at craighospital.org/
donate, call 303-789-8650 or email 
foundation@craighospital.org.

This year, because of COVID-19, 
the federal government approved 
legislation called the CARES Act. The 
new law allows taxpayers to take a 
charitable deduction of up to $300 
even if you don’t itemize! And for our 
Colorado donors: Gifts of $250+ may 
be eligible for the Enterprise Zone tax 
credit. Learn more at craighospital.
org/foundation/enterprise-zone.

As Jeff and Sharon discussed Bryan’s post-
Craig life, they became aware of the various 
challenges that families must face when 
bringing their loved one home.

“I started digging into it, and it’s so stressful 
to think about,” says Jeff. “How do you bathe 
them? How do you transport them? How will 
you get them in and out of the home?”

After discussions with the Craig CEO and 
representatives from the Craig Foundation, 
Jeff and Sharon decided to create the Bryan 
Richardson Going Home Fund. The fund will 
provide financial assistance to help families 
meet needs relating to their family member’s 
return home. The fund could cover equipment, 
home modifications or other transitional 
expenses. 

“Although it is overwhelming, Sharon and I 
are fortunate to have the resources to deal 
with everything,” says Jeff. “Most families do 
not have these same resources, and we have 
seen the stress and anxiety that others have 
experienced with this ‘going home’ process.”

The couple is soliciting donations from their 
family and friends, and will match gifts up 
to $100,000. They hope to far exceed their 
fundraising goal. 

Bryan is excited about the way his family 
is stepping up to help others like him. Even 
though he is currently nonverbal, he responded 
with a “firm eye blink” when his parents told him 
of their plans.

“Bryan gets his determination from me and his 
big heart from his mom,” quips Jeff.

The family plans to remain at Craig for another 
one to three months, and are exploring their 
options for the next step before returning home 
to Portland.

“Life will go on, but the path is different now,” 
says Jeff. “It’s not worse, just different.”

To make a gift to the Going Home Fund, visit 
craighospital.org/foundation/goinghomefund.

(cont’d from page 10)



Thank you to our 
Pedal 4 Possible sponsors!

Presenting Sponsor

Leader Sponsor
Catalyst Foundation

Peloton Sponsors
Burg Simpson

PASCO
PNC Bank

Wells Fargo

Team Sponsors
Coloplast

Etkin Johnson
Ewing Law PC

Media Sponsors
CBS4

5280 Magazine

First Fully Virtual Pedal 4 
Possible Raises $238,000+ 
for Craig Hospital
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, Pedal 4 Possible (P4P), 
Craig’s charity cycling event, went fully “virtual” and 
expanded to a full week of activity. More than 350 
participants from 27 states cycled, ran, rolled, walked, 
swam, skated, hiked, sewed, lifted weights and more. 
From California to Florida to Massachusetts, participants 
united to work hard and have fun — all while making 
recovery possible for Craig patients. 

Through participant fundraising and sponsorships, the 
event raised more than $238,000 for Craig Culture 
of Care programs such as Therapeutic Recreation, 
Community Reintegration and Assistive Technology. 
These donor-funded programs are vital to patients’ 
holistic rehabilitation and help them rebuild a life filled 
with possibilities. 

A 2016 Craig graduate, Jake Javier, rolled a half 
marathon in his wheelchair and raised more than 
$36,500 to claim the top individual fundraiser award. 
“Ever since I went [to Craig], I’ve wanted to give back,” 
he told a reporter with the Mustang News. “It’s very 
humbling and inspiring to see the number of people who 
have donated.” 

Participants followed along with themed days, sharing 
photos and videos of their activities online and tracking 
their activities on the Pedal 4 Possible club on Strava.

Craig inpatients were able to get in on the P4P fun as 
well. Thanks to the generosity of Jennifer and Mark 
Hopkins from the Catalyst Foundation, inpatients had 
the opportunity to register for Pedal 4 Possible. With the 
help of their therapists, patients tracked their therapy 
activities, from FES bike time to rugby to Nerf archery 
to using the machines in the Upper Extremity Room. 
Therapeutic Recreation specialists converted their time 
and activities to a mileage equivalent. Collectively, 
inpatients completed an astonishing 465 miles.

“Boy, what a week. I managed to reach my goal of 
riding, running or recreating 100 miles as part of team 
#SouthWestEndurance,” shared participant Brendon 
Hofsetz in the Pedal 4 Possible Facebook group. “I met 
several people who have been directly impacted by the 
valuable programs and services provided by Craig, which 
made all the hard work that much more meaningful to 
me.”
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Cindy Smith, Physical Therapist, Takes 
on National Lawmakers to Improve Care 
for Wheelchair Users
If you work in an office, you know how important it is to have a supportive 
desk chair. Cheap ones leave your back aching at the end of the day.

It’s the same with wheelchairs. Most wheelchairs come with soft, fabric 
backs rather than firm, ergonomic ones that support good posture. Thanks 
to physical therapist Cindy Smith, PT, DPT, ATP, a 30-year team member at 
Craig Hospital, that’s hopefully changing.

In 2017, Cindy attended a legislative session in Washington, D.C., where 
she contributed to testimony on getting insurance coverage for wheelchair 
accessories, including supportive backs.

“Even though we shared clinical evidence that people with spinal cord injuries (SCIs) sit better, have less 
pain and push their chairs more easily, lawmakers kept asking for research data. There really isn’t any out 
there, so a colleague and I decided to do a study ourselves,” says Cindy.

Cindy approached Craig’s Research Department with a study proposal, along with the Craig Foundation 
for funding support. The pilot study was approved, and Craig and Shirley Ryan AbilityLab in Chicago 
each enrolled 25 wheelchair users, for a total of 50. The study was published in The Journal of Spinal 
Cord Medicine under the title “Wheelchair Backs That Support the Spinal Curves: Assessing Postural and 
Functional Changes.” Results clinically demonstrated that a supportive wheelchair back had benefits, 
including increasing vertical reach, aiding a stronger push, improving posture and providing more 
comfort.

“At first, people in the study thought the soft backs that came with their chairs would be more 
comfortable and more functional, but they quickly realized that wasn’t true,” Cindy says.

She describes the spine as a set of building blocks. When you set one block on top of another in a 
straight row, they stand up. If one is off-kilter, the stack falls down.

“If you sit crooked, your body has to curve to keep its center of gravity. In a wheelchair, you can’t easily 
change positions, so you stay in that crooked position,” she says. “The long-term effects are scoliosis, 
hunching forward, neck pain, back pain and a decrease in function. That’s why keeping the back in a 
good position is so important.”

With a supportive chair back, people in wheelchairs can more easily sit up all day and perform their jobs. 
Without one, pain often forces them to abandon sitting after a few hours, affecting their productivity.

“Sometimes, a minor adjustment can make a major change in someone’s ability to function.     It’s 
really satisfying to give people with spinal cord injury simple solutions to help them maintain their 
independence and productive lives,” Cindy adds.

Cindy’s research and advocacy efforts are far from minor. She’s currently seeking funding for a follow-up 
study with 150 people, which would allow her results to reach statistical significance, so that hopefully 
the law could be changed. If her evidence is strong, the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services will 
likely change how they reimburse for wheelchair backs and other insurers will follow suit. If all goes well, 
her efforts could improve the lives of millions of people in wheelchairs across the nation.

“It was intimidating to speak in front of Congress, but it’s really important to advocate on the national 
level and make life better for everyone in wheelchairs,” she concludes.



Craig Graduate Starts Drawing Again Just 14 Days 
After Her Accident 
The very first question Leah Nixon Fitzgerald asked after her accident was, “Can I still draw?”

As an artist and illustrator, drawing is everything to Leah. That’s why learning that the forklift 
that fell on her spared her right arm by a few inches felt like a miracle.

“It’s crazy how life works out. I started drawing again just 14 days after the accident,” she says. 
When a Craig Hospital representative came to speak with her in the intensive care unit and said 
she could be independent again — cooking, driving and managing life on her own — it sounded 
too good to be true. Yet that’s exactly how it has played out. At Craig, Leah developed a life 
mantra: “You can’t go back, so you might as well go forward.” That motto still motivates Leah 
today.

Leah and her sister, Grace, run a greeting card business called Tiny and Snail, a venture they 
started three years ago. While both sisters draw, Leah, who earned an art degree in college, 
primarily draws the cards, works with the printer and takes care of the website, while Grace 
keeps the business organized and manages interactions with customers.

While rehabilitating at Craig in the fall of 2018, Leah kept a comic journal of her time at the 
hospital. Every day, she’d draw. She also worked on a painting of her dog during art therapy in 
Craig’s Therapeutic Recreation program. The staff noticed her amazing skills and asked whether 
she would create a card to thank people who donated to the Craig Foundation.
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“I looked for inspirational quotes and landed on 
one by Mary Davis that says, ‘The more grateful 
I am, the more beauty I see.’ It exactly described 
how I was feeling. I was so grateful for my family, 
the doctors, the nurses and my technicians at 
Craig,” Leah says.

The card, called More Beauty, is part of Tiny and 
Snail’s Keep Dancing series, launched on the first 
anniversary of her accident. Part of the proceeds 
go toward research at Craig. This year, they’re 
launching a card series called the Courage 
Collection.

“It’s a reminder that every problem we encounter 
can be an adventure rather than a hardship,” she 
says.

Once again, they’ll give part of the proceeds to 
Craig.

“It’s exciting to be able to give back to Craig 
because they gave me so much. The staff is so 
positive. They see past the disability and see the 
person,” Leah says.

This year has had some challenges for Leah, 
but there are definitely some bright spots. 
One is that she and her husband, Kelsey, have 
decided to start a family. Another is she has a 
new wheelchair with rugged wheels that get the 
couple somewhere they love: outside and on 
trails. Still another is that she’s starting a blog on 
life hacks for people in wheelchairs. And possibly 
the most exciting happening is that she’s doing 
something she only ever dreamed she could do: 
illustrate a children’s book. It’s about a boy in a 
wheelchair and his dog.

“The publisher was looking for an illustrator 
in a wheelchair, and I happened to have those 
qualifications,” Leah says. “Being in a wheelchair, 
I knew how the boy would have to position 
himself, so I knew exactly how to draw each 
scene. Also, his dog helps him, just like my dog 
helps me.”

No doubt, Leah continues to experience both 
beauty and dancing in her life.

Visit Leah and Grace at tinyandsnail.com.

(cont’d from page 14)
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Save the Date

June 2021
craighospital.org/PUSH

Craig’s biggest fundraiser of the year, 
the annual PUSH Gala, raises money to 
support Craig’s programs and research. 
The 2020 PUSH raised a record-
breaking $2 million!

Proceeds from the PUSH dinner 
fund Craig’s unique culture of care 
programs, such as Therapeutic 
Recreation, Adaptive Technology, 
Music Therapy, Community 
Reintegration and education programs 
— which are generally not covered by 
insurance. PUSH funds also support 
research, including ongoing studies 
and clinical trials aimed at improving 
outcomes, reducing long-term 
complications and enhancing life 
quality for those affected by spinal 
cord and brain injury.

The PUSH paddle auction raises 
funds for the Craig Foundation’s 
Patient Assistance Fund, which helps 
patients with minimal income or 
inadequate insurance travel to and 
from Craig, purchase equipment such 
as wheelchairs and shower chairs, 
remodel homes for accessibility, train 
caregivers, pay mortgages and rent, 
and meet other urgent needs.

Note: We will be closely monitoring 
COVID-19 infection rates and adhering 
to safety protocols and public health 
mandates. If necessary, we will change the 
date or the event will “go virtual.” Whether 
in person or virtual, your sponsorships and 
donations are essential!



303-789-8650

foundation@craighospital.org

craighospital.org/foundation
craighospital.org/blog

3425 S. Clarkson St.
Englewood, CO 80113

If you would like to be removed from 
the Craig Foundation mailing list, 
please call 303 789-8650 or email 

foundation@craighospital.org.

Craig Golf Tournament Raises 
More Than $215,000 for Craig
More than 100 golfers took part in the 23rd 
annual Craig Hospital Golf Tournament 
presented by RE/MAX LLC on Sept. 3. 
With the support of event co-chairs Ryan 
Beiser and Riki Hashimoto, the tournament 
at Sanctuary raised $215,395 for programs 
that benefit Craig programs. Craig brain 
injury graduate Ryder Heuston shared his 
story with the golfers during a brief morning 
program.


